Nest desertion with subsequent renesting is a frequently cited response to parasitism by the brownheaded cowbird, Molothrus ater, yet the role of desertion as an antiparasite defence is widely debated. To determine whether desertion represents an evolutionary response to brown-headed cowbird parasitism, we searched the primary literature, yielding data on the desertion frequencies of 60 host populations from 35 species. Species were categorized according to three habitat types (forest, intermediate and nonforest). Because cowbirds prefer open habitat and rarely penetrate deeply into forests, nonforest species have long been exposed to widespread cowbird parasitism, whereas forest species have not. However, due to increased forest fragmentation, forest species are being increasingly exposed to extensive parasitism. The frequency of desertion of parasitized nests was significantly higher in nonforest than forest species, suggesting that the latter experience evolutionary lag. We also considered whether desertion is affected by predation frequency, degree of current or recent sympatry with cowbirds, parasitism frequency, length of host laying season, phylogenetic relationships, and potential cost of cowbird parasitism. None of these variables created biases that could account for the observed difference in desertion frequencies of nonforest and forest species. However, species that incur large costs when parasitized had higher desertion rates among nonforest species but not among forest species. These results indicate that increased nest desertion is an evolved response to cowbird parasitism, as one would otherwise expect no relationship between desertion frequency and the costs and length of exposure to cowbird parasitism. Although nearly all hosts have eggs easily distinguished from cowbird eggs, few or none desert in response to cowbird eggs. Instead, desertion may be a response to adult cowbirds. The scarcity of species that desert in response to cowbird eggs suggests that egg recognition is more difficult to evolve than heightened desertion tendencies and that egg recognition quickly leads to ejection behaviour once it does develop.
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One of the unresolved issues surrounding the success of the brown-headed cowbird, Molothrus ater, as a brood parasite is why so many host species accept and care for the parasitic eggs and young. Once a parasitic egg has been laid, a host has three defensive options: ejecting the egg, burying the egg under a new nest bottom, or deserting the nest and renesting. At least 221 species are known to have been parasitized by the brown-headed cowbird (Friedmann & Kiff 1985; De Geus & Best 1991) , but fewer than 25 are known to routinely eject cowbird eggs (Rothstein 1975a (Rothstein , 1976 Rich & Rothstein 1985; Rohwer & Spaw 1988; Sealy 1996) . Nest desertion followed by renesting (Grzybowski & Pease 1999) occurs more frequently, having been observed at parasitized nests of at least 37 species (Friedmann 1963) ; one species, the yellow warbler, Dendroica petechia, often buries cowbird eggs (Friedmann 1963; Clark & Robertson 1981) . But even among these species, many individuals accept parasitism (Goguen & Mathews 1996) .
The precise role of nest desertion and egg burial as antiparasite responses and the proximate cues that trigger them are unclear. Nest desertion can occur in response to factors unrelated to parasitism, such as nest predation (Hill & Sealy 1994) , human presence (Rothstein 1975a), broken or leaking eggs in the nest (Hann 1937; Hofslund 1957; Nolan 1978; Scott & Lemon 1996) , or large changes in egg number (Pitelka & Koester 1942; Norris 1947; Hofslund 1957; Southern 1958; Cavalcanti 1981; Rothstein 1982 Rothstein , 1986 Hill & Sealy 1994; Kus 1999) . Furthermore, experimenters have found disparities in frequencies of desertion of nests that are naturally and experimentally parasitized, with experimental parasitism leading to much lower desertion frequencies (Rothstein
